Developing campus and community interest in a special research collection can be difficult. These collections are typically used by graduate students and faculty members who are working on specific research projects. However, the presence of such collections on university campuses can serve as a focal point for community discussion of current issues. Every year, Morris Library at Southern Illinois University-Carbondale uses Banned Books Week1 as an opportunity to promote the Freedom of the Press Collection, and to engage the community in a discussion about censorship and access to literature in the United States.
In the 27 years Banned Books Week has been sponsored by ALA, it has served to raise awareness of continued challenges to books in American libraries and schools throughout the United States. It is celebrated by public libraries and bookstores throughout the country with displays and "Read-Outs," which are readings of banned and challenged books. At Morris Library, we use Banned Books Week as an opportunity to promote the Ralph E. McCoy Collection of the Freedom of the Press, which documents the history of freedom of expression issues in the Anglo-American world from the year 1600 to the present. Morris Library has celebrated Banned Books Week for the past five years, and the primary outreach event has always been a reading of selections from banned books. We also engage in numerous activities to publicize the event in the month leading up to Banned Books Week. This year the library issued a press release advertising the reading about two weeks prior to the event.
The statement briefly describes the McCoy Collection, but also points to the ALA Web site for Banned Books Week,3 where people can go for more information about the history and mission of the national event.
After we issued our press release this year, I was interviewed by three local news organizations: the local newspaper, the student newspaper on campus, and the local National Public Radio affiliate. I found that journalists are very interested in the books that are still regularly challenged in the United States, and the reasons for such challenges. In all of the interviews, I responded to questions about current book challenges in the United States, and ALA's position on access to challenged materials. However, I also tried to steer the conversation toward discussing the broader history of book banning and censorship, always mentioning that this history can be explored in detail in our Freedom of the Press Collection. This approach was easiest with the reporter from the student newspaper The Daily Egyptian, who was very interested in the relationship between the collection on campus and the current events discussed on the ALA Web site. I was also able to publish an opinion piece about the history of book banning in The Daily Egyptian during Banned Books Week.
In addition to being interviewed by local news organizations, I also used the university's Web site to promote the collection. Every month, the library homepage features one resource within the library with a brief write-up. In the month of September, I wrote a few paragraphs on "banned books in Morris Library" for this featured resource page. I described some of the historical events documented in the collection, and used this prime Web real estate to encourage people to visit the SCRC to learn more. This resulted in a few enquiries from undergraduates about the nature of the Freedom of the Press Collection, which was one of the desired outcomes. Although undergraduates are not traditional researchers in special collections reading rooms, we hope to increase their interest and make them aware of the primary sources that are available to them at the university.
During Banned Books Week, I collaborated with the university's law library to produce a Web site on the legal history of book banning in the United States.4 Each day of the week, the site featured a book from our collection and described the legal mechanisms by which it was banned, as well as any relevant court cases resulting from the distribution of the book. Each page featured images of the books in our collection. The Web site will remain available, with links from the Web sites of the Law Library and SCRC.
The culmination of our promotional activities was the reading of banned books at a local coffee shop near campus. The setting was casual, and the room we used was small enough to feel intimate, but large enough to accommodate about 50 people. Prior to the reading, SCRC staff members and student workers staged a "protest" outside the venue-they marched with signs reading, "Read Banned Books. It's your freedom we're talking about!" The protest attracted the attention of passersby and was a wonderful photo opportunity with the local and campus press. At the event, the library purchased coffee and cookies from the shop to offer the attendees. Sixteen people volunteered to read; most were library faculty and staff, but some teaching faculty also joined us.
